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  Esther Parsons Perry (soil scientist) 

1903-1992 

 

 

 

Esther Parsons Perry was the first woman to receive a PhD in Soil Science in the 

United States. She received her PhD from the University of California, Berkeley 

(UC Berkeley) Rausser College of Natural Resources in 1939. She worked in and 

ran the Soil Survey Laboratory at UC Berkeley from 1939 until she retired in 1965.  

Her science journey began when Easther Parsons Perry was born in Berkeley, 

California in 1903 and raised in Highland, San Bernardino, California. She is the 

daughter of John Cronwall Perry and Esther Chandler Skinner. She graduated from 

Redlands High School in 1921 and attended the Los Angeles Normal School 

(precursor of the University of California at Los Angeles) for two years, before 

transferring to UC Berkeley and graduating with a BS degree in Soil Science from 

the College of Agriculture at UC Berkeley in 1925. She received an MS in Plant 

Pathology from the same college in 1927. She became the first woman to receive a 

PhD in Soil Science from UC Berkeley Rausser College of Natural Resources in 
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1939. The Rausser College of Natural Resources is the oldest college at 

the University of California, Berkeley and in the University of California system. It 

was established in 1868 as the College of Agriculture and is the first state-

run agricultural experiment station.  

Her doctoral thesis adviser was Professor Charles Shaw and her thesis was about 

properties of California soil “Profile Studies of the More Extensive Primary Soils 

Derived from Granitic Rocks in California”. She conducted some of her research at 

the Citrus Experimental Station at Riverside in collaboration with Dr. W. P. Kelley, 

an agricultural chemist.  Professor Gary Sposito of UC Berkeley, a former student, 

thinks that she was one of the first students to use x-ray diffraction to look at the 

clay mineralogy structure in soils. 

Getting a PhD in Soil Science in 1939 was a big feat because soil science has been 

described by some as one of the least diverse fields within STEM. Soil science has 

been and still is, a male-dominated discipline in most regions around the world 

with current percent ratios of male/female as 60/40 in Africa, 78/22 in Asia, 62/38 

in Europe, 64/36 in Latin America, 69/31 in North America, and 74/26 in Oceana. 

In 2019, the Soil Science Society of America (SSSA) published a Report on 

Gender and the Soil Science Society of America. The Task Force was asked to 

evaluate ways to increase and enhance retention (i.e., from graduate to active 
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members), representation (i.e., Boards of Directors, Division Reps, Division 

Chairs), and recognition of women in and by SSSA. The Report focused on gender 

as the first step in that process, with other aspects of Diversity and Inclusion to be 

considered later. Another article “Reevaluating Diversity and the History of Women 

in Soil Science: A Necessary Step for a Real Change” was published on the Journal 

of Soil Science on July 6,2022. These publications are in the right direction but 

why are they still talking about gender equity 86 years after Esther Parsons Perry 

received her PhD?  

Esther Parsons Perry was a major figure in the soil survey efforts, but she was 

never promoted to associate professor or put on a tenure track. For 36 years, she 

worked in and managed the soil survey laboratory in the basement of Hilgard Hall 

at UC Berkeley. First, she was a “junior soil technologist” from 1939-1954; then 

“associate specialist soils” from 1954-1960; and finally, “specialist” from 1960 to 

1965. She was never acknowledged in the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) 

as an official soil survey collaborator; she “just” ran the laboratory. Just like other 

researchers or technicians who worked at the Agricultural Experiment Station for 

their entire career, she was not offered academic status at UC Berkeley. There were 

very few women working in the field at that 

time. In the early 1950s, the College of 

Agriculture did not permit women to enroll 

in the summer soil science field course, Soil 

Science 105, a course that has been taught 

since 1910. One woman challenged this 

policy and asked the dean to permit her to 

take the course. Esther volunteered to teach 

the course to this lone female student. Esther taught the course 3 more times before 

the course became co-educational. In field studies for the class, Esther and her 

female student were obliged to follow along separately behind the men in the class.  

Professor Gary Sposito remembered his teacher, Dr. Perry, as a no-nonsense, all 

business-like teacher giving orders in the laboratory, but also with a soft side.  She 

would bring birthday cakes for all the students, and she provided a bed in the lab 

for those students who were working all night on a project and needed a place to 

rest a little.  
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Esther worked at UC Berkeley until she retired in 1965. She died in 1992 at the age 

of 89. She will be remembered as one of the women pioneers of soil science in the 

United States and in the world. 

HER LEGACY 

Esther Parsons Perry will be remembered as one of the women pioneers in soil 

science along with Mary C. Baltz, the first female soil scientist at the Soil 

Conservation Service.  

Esther will be remembered for being the first woman to receive a PhD in Soil 

Science in the United States. Many soil scientists, including Hannah Rodgers, will 

follow in the footsteps of Esther Parsons Perry. 

Esther will be remembered for her 36 years of service at the Agricultural 

Experiment Station at UC Berkeley and her strong support for women in the soil 

science field as shown by her willingness to volunteer and teach that lone female 

student during the summer. 

She will be remembered for her work in a field dominated by males and how she 

survived the injustices she experienced as a female soil scientist. 

She will be remembered for the kindness she showed her students e.g., bringing 

birthday cakes for them and giving them a place to sleep in the laboratory. 

She will be remembered as one of the famous alumni of UC Berkeley Rausser 

College of Natural Resources. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5 
 

HER SCIENCE JOURNEY 

1903 - Esther Parsons Perry was born in Berkeley, California. 

1921 - Graduated from Redlands High School 

1925 - Received her BS in Soil Science from UC Berkeley 

1927 - Received her MS in Plant Pathology from UC Berkeley 

1939 - Received her PhD in Soil Science from UC Berkeley Rausser College of 

Natural Resources  

- Became the first woman to receive a doctorate in soil science in the United 

States 

- Started working at the Agricultural Experiment Station at UC Berkeley 

 

1965 - Retired from UC Berkeley 

1992 - Died at the age of 89 
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Some of the information and photos came from these websites: 

https://www.facebook.com/47867663448/photos/10159037272558449/?_rdr 

https://www.newspapers.com/article/the-san-bernardino-county-sun-perry-

est/1241565/ 

https://ancestors.familysearch.org/en/LRYN-5VF/john-cronwall-perry-1870-1944 

https://soilscienceladies.com/ 

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/sites/default/files/2024-
01/The_History_of_American_Women_in_Soil_Science.pdf 

https://www.frontierspartnerships.org/journals/spanish-journal-of-soil-
science/articles/10.3389/sjss.2022.10401/full 

https://www.soils.org/gender 

https://escholarship.org/content/qt3nv1z2cn/qt3nv1z2cn.pdf 

https://www.careerexplorer.com/careers/soil-and-plant-scientist/work-environment/ 
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